O ccupational health nurses are constantly challenged to prove the value of occupational health services. Integration and use of information technology systems in the occupational health service business plan can become a valuable business tool. Information technology can assist the occupational health nurse/occupational health nurse manager in demonstrating that effective occupational health practice results in positive business outcomes. Managing the occupational health unit and proving value to the business is one way the occupational health nurse can contribute to cost effective, quality health care delivery. The role of the occupational health nurse is constantly changing. Understanding and management of information technology systems is another way the occupational health nurse serves as a client advocate. For example, the occupational health nurse member of a team designing health information systems assures records remain confidential and captures epidemiological information for present and future reference.
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Business decisions continue to be made with or without the presence of the occupational health nurse at the business JULY 1997, VOL. 45, NO.7 nurse/manager. Occupational health services must meet the challenge to survive so they can continue functioning as client advocates. The entrepreneurial occupational health nurse, whether a member of an in-house corporate or an independently owned occupational health service unit, must strategically manage technology to prove effective occupational health practice is good business. This article explores the use of information technology systems as an essential strategic business tool used to measure and successfully manage the business of the occupational health service.
For example, current information technology systems can be used to progress from simply collecting data about health care costs and use to employing the data to understand the causes contributing to health care costs. Thus, the process evolves from a basic data system to a strategic information system (Burton, 1993) . One large corporation used computerized data analysis to compare the costs of depressive disorders to the costs of common health conditions. The depressive disorders were found to generate higher costs, resulting in implications for disability plan design and management (Conti, 1994) .
THE TECHNOLOGY
Rapid technology change challenges the occupational health nurse at all levels of responsibility, whether the nurse functions as a staff member, manager of an inhouse health service unit, manager of a large national or global business operation supplying an occupational health service, or owner and manager of an entrepreneurial business. What does the occupational health nurse need to know about technology and technology use? Where is the value of technology systems? Managers need to invest significant effort learning to understand technologies impacting health service business. They must also identify reliable and trustworthy sources of technological advice (Burgleman, 1996) . The occupational health nurse/occupational health nurse manager must focus on the business plan and form key strategic questions about available technology. Most often the first question is, "What technology system is needed for the occupational health business?" To assure strategic technology management, the nurse manager must determine the technology needed to accomplish the mission, long and short term goals, and objectives previously defined in the business plan (Kalina, 1997) .
INFORMATION AND TECHNOLOGY SYSTEMS
Information systems have developed at a rapid rate. Along with the rapid deluge of technology, the occupational health nurse must manage information and information systems. The nurse looking at technology alone, rather than the information generated, is at a disadvantage. It is important for the nurse manager to generate information related questions about essential strategic business issues and questions before comparing information technology systems. Clearly articulated questions are necessary to facilitate attainment of the unit's mission, goals, and objectives. What information technology systems are needed for management of a successful occupational health service? A well formulated definition of need eliminates unnecessary costly purchases of systems.
The issues and problems associated with technology and innovation in the 1990s are part of health services management tasks. The key task of the manager is to acquire, develop, and allocate an organization's resources. Managing these resources for competitive advantage entails integration with the company's business strategy (Burgleman, 1996) . Planning for and control of information systems facilitate the interface of business processes with information systems. Effective information management systems assist managers in making, implementing, and controlling decisions (Wiseman, 1985) . Information systems organize the processes through which managers work to resolve essential issues of the business.
ROLE OF THE BUSINESS PLAN
Before questions assuring strategic technology management can be answered, a clearly articulated business plan must exist. Planning is the most important part of managing the business. If the goals and mission for the business are to be attained and if the direction of the process is important, planning is essential.
Strategy
The business strategy is defined throughout all the functions of the business plan. The planning function is addressed at the beginning, throughout, and at the end of the business plan (Kalina, 1997) . This function considers the identified mission and vision, as well as defining the business product. The product offered should, of course, support the mission of the company. The planning function also allows the plan author to show how the product or service will be offered. The planning function, as well as the business plan in general, allows for flexibility and growth. At this point, the occupational health nurse/occupational health nurse manager begins to evaluate technology as a resource need and tool of the business. The manager plans the business using three competitive strategy steps:
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• Assessing current policies and positions. • Determining environmental factors. • Formulating a strategy to meet anticipated challenges over the planning period (Wiseman, 1985) . The competitive strategy is incorporated throughout the entire business plan. It is important for the occupational health nurse to develop a competitive strategy aimed at attaining the mission and goals of the occupational health business. Vision can be defined as goals and objectives the occupational health nurse anticipates as defined in the business plan. Technology is a tool used to support strategy aimed at attaining the mission and vision of the business-the what, why, and where of the business. The business plan explains the "how." Technology in the business plan can make the how function more efficiently. One of the primary uses of strategic information systems is to support or shape competitive strategy (Wiseman, 1985) .
Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT)
After defining the mission statement, the occupational health nurse progresses to defining the strengths and weaknesses (internal analysis) of the occupational health business. External environment analysis defines threats and opportunities. This entire process is called the SWOT analysis (Kalina, 1997) . Effective strategists tend to follow the "ready, aim, fire" rule, rather than the more immediately satisfying "ready, fire, aim" command (Me Gee, 1993) . SWOT analysis is part of developing a good strategy. The primary use of a strategic information system is to support or shape the competitive strategy of the organization, that is, its plan for gaining competitive advantage (Wiseman, 1985) . The occupational health nurse strategist plans out the mission statement and completes the SWOT analysis used for writing the business plan. The business plan is a flexible, working document reviewed on a regular basis, changed as needed. Likewise, the strategic relevance of information technology to the business is not a constant, but varies over time for the individual business. The prudent occupational health nurse remembers this in planning for the information management needs of the business.
Benchmarking
Benchmarking is a business tool identifying best practice and the manner in which best practice can be emulated (Spendolini, 1992) . Companies can be reviewed for best practice and how information technology systems facilitated this achievement (Camp, 1989) . The occupational health nurse can benchmark with these companies to determine how information technology systems were incorporated into their business plan. Benchmarking calls for creative, "out of the box" thinking. It should not be limited to occupational health services. When selecting who to benchmark, it is important to think cross industry (Zachau, 1995) .
Use of information technology systems, as well as creative out of the box thinking in benchmarking, is illustrated in the Box on page 339.
Benchmarking the use of information technology systems in a non-health service business can be used in the business strategy to assure excellence in the process needed to deliver health service to employees. Before benchmarking with a company, the occupational health nurse must review confidentiality and possible anti-trust issues with appropriate management or legal counsel (Kalina, 1997; Southwick, 1988) .
Costs
Planning for the information needs of the business also requires comparing costs of the technology supporting the information system. What is the value to the short term and long term goals of the business? How much should be invested in technology? What is the return on investment (ROI)? The occupational health nurse manager considers these questions during the process of building the technology profile for the business. The occupational health nurse also must identify the life cycle of the technology, changing outmoded non-useful technology as needed to support business goals. Life cycle identification is also important in forecasting and budgeting for future needs (Ford, 1981) . The occupational health nurse is wise to investigate the business plan for information technology systems within the corporation. The occupational health service can then align its information technology system needs with the company's existing technology or planned innovations. If the corporation does not have an existing information technology group or business, the occupational health nurse can investigate an outside business. Likewise, information technology businesses need to include non-technical users/advisors when planning systems development. It may be wise for the occupational health nurse to offer service as a non-technical member of an information systems work group planning for future business needs. Sharing ideas among disciplines can lead to greater understanding and support for strategic issues of both groups.
Accounting Function
In this component of the business plan the occupational health nurse lists budgets and needs for funds (Larson, 1990) . The need for funds is driven by salaries, supplies, general operating expenses, and capital equipment. The occupational health nurse also needs to budget for expenses related to information technology systems. The nurse manager will need to investigate and compare costs of different information systems. Options such as rental and purchase also need to be considered . One of the best resources for the occupational health nurse technology novice is local colleges and universities. This resource can provide the most recent information about types of technology, usage, and reputable companies selling or renting information technology systems.
Another way in which information technology systems are included in the accounting function of the business plan is for development of measurement and control systems for company resources. Examples include inventory and cost accounting systems. Control of resources JULY 1997, VOL. 45, NO.7 
Example of Benchmarking
Challenge An occupational health service, with a need to schedule and reschedule clients rapidly to support the personnel business needs of the company, is experiencing difficulty accomplishing this task in an efficient manner. Clients, health service personnel, and company management are becoming increasingly frustrated with the lack of scheduling control. Management is unable to schedule personnel to complete the tasks of the business because of frequent calls from the health service changing the time or the day an employee is scheduled for an examination. Poor scheduling practice and inefficient use of health service personnel is resulting in reduction of client volume. Employees have to wait to be seen in the health service or are rescheduled for a visit at a different time.
Because of scheduling difficulties and apparent disregard for company business operations by inhouse corporate health service staff, management is becoming reluctant to use in-house health services. Management is considering contracting the health service needs to an outside provider.
Additionally, the cost effectiveness of an in-house corporate health service is most often directly related to client volume. The occupational health unit provides services to a certain number of clients, generating revenue supporting the overhead and costs of maintaining the health service (Fitko, 1994) . Reduced client volume results in reduced revenue. Reduction of overhead expense (e.g., personnel salaries) may be necessary. Thus, poor scheduling practice is also resulting in less cost effective health service outcomes.
Course of Action
To improve the scheduling process, the health services manager benchmarks an airline industry scheduling planes, personnel, and customers for best practice. The airline industry uses an information technology system to coordinate tasks and personnel, along with airplane flights and customer volume. Benchmarking for best process, including best practice in the use of information technology, is included in the business plan and strategy to increase customer responsiveness. As a result , the competitive advantage of the in-house corporate health service is improved. and measurement of use are necessary for monitoring and defining business overhead cost. Defining present costs based on client population also facilitates projections for future needs. Information systems also can be used for break-even analysis. Break-even analysis articulates the number of procedures that need to be performed, the
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Understanding and managing information technology systems is another way the occupational health nurse advocates for the client.
The occupational health nurse/manager must be able to focus on the business plan, forming key strategic questions in relation to available information management technology.
Before questions regarding strategic management of information technology can be addressed, a plan for the business must exist.
In health care, as in all businesses, efficient management, use, control of resources, and validation of program value are essential.
the client includes the eight "Ps" of marketing strategy:
• Personal selling. Information technology systems can be used effectively to capture and analyze data necessary to achieve an effective marketing plan. For example, a simple but effective marketing tool is the client survey. This survey can be used to determine the needs and wants of present and future occupational health service clients. The use of the tool is limited only by the imagination of the occupational health service personnel. Information technology systems can be used to plan the survey, analyze the data obtained, and predict future market trends. Prediction of future market trends and client needs and wants can be used to plan future occupational health programs. After the programs have been used for a designated period of time, information technology systems can also be used to survey for client satisfaction and use of programs and services. Evaluation and pre-planning can then be used to validate continuation or change in services. Outcome evaluation and pre-planning lead to more effective and efficient use of occupational health service resources, eliminating waste and activity that do not add value to the health service. In health care, as in all businesses, efficient management, utilization, control of resources, and validation of program value are essential. Proving value and cost effectiveness contributes to effective marketing of an occupational health service. clients who must be served, and what cost to break-even and support the cost of the business.
Measurement and tracking with information systems can be used to demonstrate cost, analyze cost, and prove cost effectiveness (Fitko, 1994) . Proving cost effectiveness is a way of demonstrating economic value added to the business. Cost effectiveness can be marketed as an asset. Determining cost effectiveness and marketing cost effectiveness is an example of strategic information use. The data are not merely collected and stored. Once the data are collected, they are analyzed and used to document the value of the service.
Marketing
The marketing function of the business plan contains a description of the market, client wants and needs, the occupational health unit's goals and objectives, and strategies for attaining the goals and objectives. An effective marketing plan includes market demand, changes and trends, market segmentation, market share (predicted and actual), sales tactics, and a budget needed for the marketing activity, along with market clients and concentration (Kotler, 1987) . The marketing plan presented to
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Fraud
The occupational health service manager or the entrepreneurial owner of the occupational health business needs to be aware that technology fraud has become a growing concern. The nurse manager is charged with protecting the confidentiality of client records, as well as proprietary information of the occupational health service business. If the occupational health service business is in-house, the manager has a further responsibility to protect all additional corporate records. Computer fraud can be accomplished in many ways. A simple example of fraud is viewing data on individual computer screens. It is important to remember that viewing a computer screen in use is the same as picking up and reading a file from a desk. The nurse manager can protect information with employee instruction, passwords, and security systems. A security plan for information technology systems must be tailored to the individual health service. A security company vendor may be a source for advice and information about this critical subject.
CONCLUSION
Businesses compete in their ability to acquire, interpret, and use information effectively. Businesses mastering this information management competition will be the winners in the health care delivery future (Hooper, 1990) . For occupational health businesses and providers in today's health care arena, this may mean winning by continuing to be client advocates. Use of effective information technology systems can result in value added to the business. Incorporating technology information systems into the business plan and using the outcome information to provide quality health service to clients and for optimum business advantage are components of strategic occupational health business management.
